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University of North Texas







Fall 2010

RTVF 4540/5435:
Lesbian, Gay, and Queer Film & Video
RTVF 184, Tuesdays 5 – 9:20 p.m.

Professor: Dr. Harry M. Benshoff, RTVF 234, (940) 565-2552, benshoff@unt.edu
Office Hours: Tuesdays 3:30-5, Wednesdays 4-6:30, and by appointment.

www.turnitin.com : class ID # is 3377385; class password is “LGQFV”

TA: Megan McCullough 
Course Description:  This course is designed to be an overview of sexual diversity in American film and video, and an exploration of how “queerness” is figured within the mass media.  To that end, it employs variety of written texts on queer theory and media culture.  The course first explores the baseline of historical Hollywood heterosexism and the formal representational tropes used to signify homosexuality within the classical era.  Queer authorship, reading practices, and the queerness inherent in mainstream genres will be explored.  The work of lesbian and gay filmmakers working in avant-garde and underground venues will also be discussed, and the course will conclude with several weeks devoted to recent independent queer film and video, including a consideration of the so-called New Queer Cinema movement.  Finally, what does the future hold for the mainstreaming of lesbian, gay, and queer media?

Students who are unwilling to explore issues of race, class, gender, and sexuality within an educational framework should consider enrolling in another class.  

Any form of academic dishonesty will result in an F for the course and possible further sanctions at the university level.  

Use of electronic equipment during lectures is only permitted for note-taking purposes.
Required Reading:


QIH:  
Benshoff and Griffin, Queer Images: A History of Gay and Lesbian Film in America 

(Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2006)

QCR: 
Benshoff and Griffin, Queer Cinema: The Film Reader (Routledge, 2004)

NQC:  Michele Aaron, New Queer Cinema: A Critical Reader (Univ. of Edinburgh, 2004)


Miscellaneous essays handed out in class or accessed on-line.

Required Work:


Attendance and Participation in Class & Discussions   

(10%)

In-Class Midterm Exam





(30%)

In-Class Final Exam






(30%)

One Longer Term Paper (8-10 pages) details to follow

(30%)

Examinations will be based on lectures, readings, screenings, and class discussions.  The mid-term exam will cover all material through the first half of the course.  The final examination will cover all material taught after the midterm until the end of class (i.e. the final is not cumulative).   

Attendance is mandatory, but everyone gets one free absence.  Excused absences are possible when the circumstances are legitimate—talk to me.  Each absence after your free one will result in the loss of 1 percentage point from your final grade.  For example, missing 6 classes will cause you to lose 5 percentage points, or half a letter grade.

Your Final Grade will thus be based upon two in-class examinations, one written assignment, attendance, and participation.  You must complete each of these components in order to pass the class.  

Students expecting to do well in this class should read all the assigned materials, attend class and take notes.  You do not need to notify me if you miss class, but it is up to you to get the lecture notes from another student, and/or view the assigned film(s), most of which will be available at the Chilton Media Center within a day or so after the class meeting.  
NOTE:  RTVF classes work with the Office of Disability Accommodation to make reasonable accommodations for qualified students.  If you have special needs, please register with the ODA and present me with a written copy of your Accommodation Request as soon as possible.

“The University of North Texas is on record as being committed to both the spirit and letter of federal equal opportunity legislation; reference Public Law 92-112 – The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 as amended. With the passage of new federal legislation entitled Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), pursuant to section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, there is renewed focus on providing this population with the same opportunities enjoyed by all citizens.”
Breakdown by Weeks and Class Meetings:

1
(8/31)
Introduction to the Course: Terms, Concepts, and Historical Overview

Reading:  
QIH:  Introduction.  QCR:  Introduction.   
Screening: 
THE CELLULOID CLOSET (1996, Epstein & Friedman, 104 m.) 


2
(9/7)
Classical Hollywood Cinema: Queer Characters and Queer Authors



Reading:  
QIH:  Chapters 1, 2.  QCR:  Chapter 1.

Screening: 
 SYLVIA SCARLETT (1935, dir. George Cukor, 95 min.)
3
(9/14)
Classical Hollywood Cinema: Queer Reception, Camp, and Film Genre

Reading: 
QIH:  Chapter 3.  QCR:  Chapters 6, 9, 10, 11.



Screening:
THE PIRATE (1948, dir. Vincente Minnelli, 102 min.)


4      
(9/21)
Exploitation, Physique, and Underground Cinemas



Reading:  
QIH:  Chapters 4, 5.  QCR:  Chapters 2, 12.



Screening: 
GLEN OR GLENDA (1952, dir. Ed Wood, 68 min.)





SHOOT IT, BUDDY! (circa 1960, 7 min.)





SCORPIO RISING (1963, dir. Kenneth Anger, 24 min.)

5
(9/28)
Hollywood and The Sexual Revolution



Reading:
QIH:  Chapter 6.



Screening:  
BOYS IN THE BAND (1970, dir. William Friedkin, 119 min.)

6
(10/5)
Gay Liberation Filmmaking


Reading:  
QIH:  Chapter 7.  QCR: Chapter 3.



Screening:  
WORD IS OUT (1977, dir. Mariposa Film Group, excerpt)





WOMEN I LOVE (1976, dir. Barbara Hammer, 27 min.)

7   
(10/12)
Midterm Examination


Screening: 
DESERT HEARTS (1985, dir. Donna Deitch, 96 min.)
8
(10/19)
Guest Filmmaker Arthur Dong 

9
(10/26)
Into the Eighties: AIDS, Activism, Film and Video


Reading:  
QIH: Chapters 8, 9.  NQC: Chapter 7.



Screening:
SNOW JOB (1986, dir. Barbara Hammer, 8 min.)




STOP THE CHURCH (1991, dir. Robert Hilferty, 23 min.)





FAST TRIP, LONG DROP (1993, d. Gregg Bordowitz, 54 min.)
 

10
(11/2)
New Queer Cinema, Part One

Reading:  
QIH: Chapter 10. NQC: Chapters 1, 2, 3, 4, 5.  




Screening: 
VELVET GOLDMINE (1998, dir. Todd Haynes, 124 min.)

11
(11/9)
New Queer Cinema, Part Two









Reading:  
NQC:  Chapters 6, 8, 9, 10.  



Screening: 
WATERMELON WOMAN (1995, d. Cheryl Dunye, 85 m.)

12    (11/16)
The “Gay Nineties”: Multiple Readings







Reading: 
QIH: Chapter 11.  NQC:  Chapters 13, 14.


Screening:  
BOUND (1996, dir. The Wachowski Brothers, 109 min)

13   (11/23)
Queer “Independent” Cinema(s) at the Start of the 21st Century 



Reading:
QIH:  Chapter 12.  


Screening:
HEDWIG AND THE ANGRY INCH (2000, dir. John Cameron 


Mitchell, 95 min.)





14  
(11/30)
New Queer Cinema Goes to the Oscars?



Papers Due!!

Reading:  
On-line essay by Benshoff, “Brokering Brokeback Mountain 


(www.ejumpcut.org/archive/jc50.2008/BrokbkMtn/index.html)


Screening:  
BROKEBACK MOUNTAIN (2005, dir. Ang Lee, 135 min.)

15     (12/7)
Contemporary Queer Issues: Marriage and Family


Reading:
Hand-Out TBA.


Screening:  
THE KIDS ARE ALL RIGHT (2010, dir. L. Cholodenko, 104 min.)

16     (12/14)
Final Exam 

Time Line: A Thumbnail Sketch of Hollywood and Queer History

1894-1896:  Invention of Cinema.  Early film is mostly shorts: travelogues, docs, comedies.  Homosexuality and heterosexuality are recently coined terms only found within the medical literature.  Some early sexologists think of homosexuals as gender inverts (i.e. heterosexual men trapped within women’s bodies and vice versa), confusing sexuality with gender.

1911:  Hollywood is founded.  Victorian morality and prudishness about sex still presides.  First Wave feminism challenges some notions about gender.

1917-1919:  US involvement in World War One. Hollywood film attains world-wide dominance.  A few films about homosexuality are made in Europe, but rarely screened in America.

The 1920s:  The Golden Age of Silent Cinema.  The Jazz Age, the Harlem Renaissance, the Flapper, and the Pansy Craze sweep urban areas.  (Closeted) gay stars like Ramon Novarro and Billy Haines become quite popular.  Hollywood uses connotation to suggest homosexuality.

1929:  Stock Market crash. Great Depression begins and lasts until US entry into WW2.

The 1930s:  The form and style of Classical Hollywood Cinema is codified.  The Production Code, written in 1930, is put into effect in 1934 with the “Seal of Approval” provision.  It specifically bans “sex perversion,” although connotation is still used to suggest the presence of queers in Code-era films.  Queers in the audience decode Hollywood via camp strategies.  A few queer directors in Hollywood emerge with distinct auteur styles (Cukor, Arzner, Whale).   

1941-1945:  US involvement in World War Two.  United States and Western Europe defeat the Axis powers: Germany, Italy, and Japan.  Atomic bombs dropped on Japan in 1945. Homosexuals are witch-hunted out of the military via psychiatric screenings and “blue” discharges.  

Late 1940s:  Rise of film noir, cinematic realism, and social problem films.  The Paramount Consent Decrees end the studios’ monopolies, allowing for a rise in independent productions.  Red Scare and anticommunist hysteria: HUAC comes to Hollywood in 1947 and again in 1951-52.  TV networks arise in urban areas; Milton Berle becomes one of the first TV stars and is famous for his cross-dressing routines.  Formation in secret of “homophile” groups like the Daughters of Bilitis and the Mattachine Society.

The 1950s:  Return to domesticity, post-war economic prosperity, complacency, and conformity.  Homosexuals are perceived as mentally ill and/or security risks, and are routinely fired from jobs in education and government.  TV invades the American home and movies are forced to compete with widescreen, Technicolor, 3-D.  Foreign films and independent productions—a few of which address queer concerns—start to break down the Production Code.  Rise of youth culture, drive-ins, and rock and roll.  Space Race.  Build up of nuclear arsenals.

Early 1960s:  Civil Rights movement.  Kennedy assassinated in 1963.  Civil Rights amendment of 1964 addresses race and gender.  War in Vietnam escalates.  A few civil rights demonstrations by homophile groups.  Underground film is very queer while the vast “TV Wasteland” uses queer connotation in fantastic sitcoms like Bewitched.

Late 1960s:  Rise of the counterculture: women and other minorities begin to demand their civil rights.  Antagonism towards the war in Vietnam grows.  Martin Luther King and Robert F. Kennedy assassinated in 1968.  Hollywood industry in financial trouble; buy-outs by larger corporations.  The Production Code is scrapped (1966) and replaced by a ratings system (1968).  The few queer images produced in Hollywood mostly fall within the same old stereotypes.  The connotatively queer male hustler film Midnight Cowboy (1969) wins a Best Picture Oscar.  Other queer Hollywood films are blasted by critics as being “loathsome.”

June, 1969:  The Stonewall Riots and their subsequent media coverage announce a new era of Gay Liberation.  Queer parades, festivals, and various social and professional groups start to form in increasing numbers as “coming out of the closet” becomes an important political strategy of the next several decades.

1970s:  National cynicism following Watergate and Vietnam.  Nixon resigns in 1974.  US becomes a debtor nation.  TV begins to address racial minorities, “liberated” women, and occasionally even queers in special one-shot episodes.  Rise of the Nostalgic Hollywood Blockbuster, which will fuel Hollywood into the new millennium.  Anything too queer fails at the box office (The Rocky Horror Picture Show [1975]), and queers are again relegated to the connotative sidelines in films like Star Wars (1977).  Quasi-gay recurring characters on late 1970s TV shows like Soap and Three’s Company.

1980s:  After a very brief spate of pro-gay films in the early 1980s, conservative and/or reactionary politics and films take over.  Ronald Reagan, Jerry Falwell, and the Moral Majority use the “family values” debate to demonize and marginalize queers.  Yuppies, Buppies, and Guppies.  Slasher films.  Development of video and cable as alternative outlets for film.  The AIDS crisis increasingly politicizes the gay/lesbian community.  AIDS activist video helps lay the groundwork for New Queer Cinema.

1990s:  An attempted return to more liberal politics with Bill Clinton plus a conservative fear of the millennium.  Film and TV industries are increasingly merged into larger global trans-media corporate conglomerates.  Independent film distributors bought out by larger studio corporations.  New Queer Cinema sweeps independent film festivals during the first half of the decade, spurring a niche market for lesbian and gay filmmaking.  Hollywood makes a few gay films but relies mostly on its usual formulas.  TV does better, with Ellen, Roseanne, Will & Grace, etc.
2000s:  New media technologies emerging and converging: digital and high definition video get set to replace film.  Internet distribution of media already controlled by corporate conglomerates.  Large straight-to-video market for gay and lesbian films emerges, as do LGBT cable channels.  Queer films increasingly prevalent at the Oscars, if not at the multiplex.  2003 Supreme Court decision overturning all state sodomy laws precipitates more and more legal challenges to marriage, adoption, and family laws.  Gay marriage becomes a national debate.

A FEW FUN FACTS AND INTERESTING TIDBITS:

“Sweating is good for a boy and will help him avoid homosexual tendencies.”  --1982 Baptist pamphlet entitled Jesus Had Short Hair.

According to a 1995 Newsweek poll, “21% of all Americans and 43% of evangelical Christians believed that the gay rights movement was an ‘incarnation of Satan.’”

In the infamous 1986 Bowers vs. Hardwick Supreme Court decision, one Justice referred to consensual homosexuality as a crime with a “deeper malignity than rape.”  The decision was overturned in 2003.

In the late 1980s, some US medical schools were still teaching a disease (and cure) model of homosexuality, despite the 1973 APA decision to remove homosexuality from its official list of mental disorders, The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual.

In the 1990s, the American Medical Association stated that reparative therapies—designed to convert queer people into heterosexuals—almost always failed in the long run, and should best be considered “consumer fraud.”  

In 1995, clinical psychologists found statistically significant “proof” of Freud’s contention that the most homophobic people are themselves conflicted about their own homosexual desires.

UNT is rated one of the Top 100 universities for LGBTQ concerns.  We have a “Study of Sexualities” minor program, a gay-straight alliance called The ALLY Program, and several LGBTQ student groups.  

Dallas is home to the largest LGBTQ Christian church in the world, The Cathedral of Hope.

“It is better to be hated for what one is than to be loved for what one is not.”  --Andre Gide

“If you removed all of the homosexuals and homosexual influences from what is generally regarded as American culture, you would be pretty much left with Let’s Make a Deal.”  --Fran Lebowitz

“The only unnatural sex act is that which you cannot perform.”  --Dr. Alfred Kinsey
